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Prologue

Sometimes Dutch courage isn’t enough. Sometimes you just need some good old-fashioned drugs. Drugs like the ones that had been promised to the man who was currently lurking across the street, keeping watch over a large Victorian mansion. It was two in the morning and parked up between street lights, under the shadow of a giant tree, he was as good as invisible.

He didn’t need to be able to see to handle the shotgun cradled in his lap. He held it tightly with a finger curved around the trigger, his other hand supporting the sawn-off barrels. It had been loaded in front of him before being handed over, along with explicit instructions as to what he was to do with it. On the seat beside him was a piece of paper. Written on it in large letters and underlined twice was the address of the house across the street.

The man knew who lived there. That was why he was finding it so hard to work up the courage to get out of the car and follow the orders he’d been given.

It was hard to imagine he could be scared of anyone. The gunman was a giant. Well over six feet tall, his body folded awkwardly into the driver’s seat, forcing him to stoop over the steering wheel to avoid bumping his head on the ceiling. At one time his enormous frame had been packed with dense muscle, but now his skin hung loose and sallow. It meant the tattoos that littered his body were all but indecipherable. Strange, creased-up markings that belonged to the man he once was.

Only the tattoo across his neck was still legible. In large, ornate letters it simply said ‘VICIOUS’.

If someone had been sat in the car with him they would have been struck by his stale smell. A deeply unclean stench of sweat, urine and neglect. But he was alone and over the past decade of his addiction, he’d long stopped worrying about trivial things like personal hygiene or the opinion of others.

He licked his lips. They were dry. He could feel the greasy sweat starting to run down his back. He remembered the bag he’d been shown before he left on his errand. A small plastic bag, plump with an off-white powder. Ten years of drug use told him that this wasn’t any old heroin. This was the good stuff. The stuff that you took when you were starting out. When you cared what was in it. Long before you found yourself cooking your drugs up with filthy canal water and shooting up in a bush beside the towpath.

The thought of that plump bag got him out of the car and on his feet. He pulled his hoodie up over his head, all the while imagining the gently sour smell of well-processed heroin. As he crossed the road and walked towards the driveway he could almost taste it.

For just a moment he stepped from the shadows and into the light. The sodium glare his own personal spotlight. He froze and took in his target. A grand double-fronted house with two large bay windows either side of an immaculately painted, sage green door. A well-kept front garden framed the building on either side with climbing plants and neatly tended shrubs. Money and taste. But most of all money.

Every house on this street was easily over a million. The casual wealth of Manchester’s upper middle class – all four-car driveways, immaculate pointing and a depth of privilege totally alien to the man stood in the street holding a loaded shotgun.

He could hear himself breathing. It was a low, hollow sound. As if the mere act of walking the two dozen steps to the front door would be the end of him. Whatever strength he had once possessed was long gone.

His coarse, echoing breaths became louder as he approached the house. His world narrowed to the handful of paces left between him and his target.

Raising the shotgun, he briefly thought how small and light it felt in his huge hands, before he aimed it at the front door and pulled the trigger.
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Craig Malton hadn’t got much sleep in the last forty-eight hours. Not since someone had emptied a shotgun into his front door a couple of nights ago.

Malton had immediately recognised the sound. The distinctively dense ring of a shotgun blast. If he’d been alone in the house he’d have been downstairs, out the door and running towards the sound of gunfire. But he wasn’t alone.

Instead of giving chase he had forced himself to hang back. To reassure the woman whom he shared the house with that this was nothing out of the ordinary. He had kept his head as he stopped her from calling the police before he went outside to inspect the damage.

You wouldn’t know to look at it but Malton’s front door was made from three-inch-thick, reinforced steel plate. It could withstand a police battering ram, small arms fire and even a grenade. But thanks to the considerable sum of money Malton had spent getting it custom-made, it didn’t look at all out of place on the Victorian mansion sat on the rather nice street in Didsbury, South Manchester, which he called home.

Malton was a lot like that front door. Growing up in Moss Side, he had known the police to raid his house in the early hours. He’d ducked behind parked cars as rival gang members loosed off wild shots. Once he’d even had a grenade thrown through the window of his foster home. In all that time he’d never backed down. And now thanks to a decade of hard work and several hundred thousand pounds in the bank, he very nearly belonged somewhere as affluently genteel as Didsbury.

But all it took was one shotgun blast to blow away that expensively won façade, revealing to the world the ugly, brutal steel beneath.

Stood on his driveway that night he had fielded questions from terrified neighbours. Malton knew that people wanted to feel safe; they needed to be reassured. And so when he told them it was an attempted break-in they chose to believe him. When he said the damage to his front door must have been from a sledgehammer or some other blunt object they decided to go along with it. Malton’s answers were far more palatable than the truth – someone from Malton’s past had returned with a message delivered from the twin barrels of a shotgun.

Malton didn’t need his neighbours to believe him. He just needed them to want to believe.

The CCTV on his home had captured a tall, masked man firing at his front door. It wasn’t much but it was a start. For the past two nights Malton had been making enquiries. Knocking on doors and bashing heads. So far he was none the wiser as to the masked man’s identity, but until he got his answers there was still a business to run. His business: Malton Security.

From doormen to debt collection, Malton Security were experts in walking the fine line between lawful thuggery and illegal brutality. If you had a problem that could only be solved with the legally sanctioned threat of violence, Malton Security were more than happy to help.

Right now it was debt collection that saw him stood in the cluttered front room of a two-up, two-down in Hulme, Moss Side’s fractionally more respectable neighbour. There was no need for Malton to be doing a scruffy little job like this. A simple repo. But having drawn a blank hunting down the gunman, Malton felt the need to get back to basics. The day-to-day concerns of Malton Security. Concerns like the man stood in front of him holding a knife to the throat of his terrified girlfriend.

From the job paperwork, Malton knew the woman with the knife at her throat was Susannah Harper. He also knew she lived with her two sons. One sixteen years old, the other twelve. Looking at his watch, he saw it was 3.15. Home time. Malton didn’t have long. He didn’t really care who the man with the knife was. Malton was here to do a job and when Malton set his mind to something it got done.

‘You’re not taking my stuff!’ shouted the man with the knife, spit flying from his mouth.

Malton was standing close enough to smell the stale weed on his breath. He raised a giant hand for calm. He knew the effect his appearance had on people. Especially white ­people. Malton was mixed race. Short but heavyset. His head was shaved bald and he had a deep scar running from his right eye down his cheek. While the black community had their own opinion on whether or not Malton was one of their own, as far as white people were concerned he was as black as they come. There was no disguising it. Not even with the expensive wax jacket he wore beneath the hi-vis vest bearing the logo ‘Malton Security’. Not even with the custom dental work that had fixed the decades’ worth of violence. Not even with enough money to buy a detached house in Didsbury. Malton saw how his white neighbours looked at him. Even more so since two nights ago when the disturbance at two in the morning confirmed all their worst fears about the black man living next door.

‘He’s got a knife,’ said the other man in the room who was also wearing a company hi-vis vest, Dean Carter. Malton had almost forgotten he was there. Dean was a brand-new hire. Eighteen years old and fresh out of school. He was the exact opposite of Malton – pale white and visibly shaking. Standing at least half a foot taller than Malton, Dean had one of those unfortunate faces that refuses to grow into adulthood. Malton doubted he’d even started shaving.

This was Dean’s first day working for Malton Security. Malton liked to try new recruits out in a variety of positions. Getting a feel for what area of expertise would best suit them. Whether it be door work or security patrols, repo jobs or even some of the heavier, less reputable activities that Malton Security was often called on to provide.

From what Malton had seen so far, whatever Dean’s area of expertise was, it didn’t lie within Malton Security.

Malton took charge. ‘Your missus here owes over a grand. That means as a licensed bailiff I can collect any property I find on the premises. Unless of course you can prove it’s yours? Sorry, pal, I didn’t get your name?’ His voice was deep and oddly neutral but shot through with the unmistakable nasal peaks and glottal stops of a born-and-bred Mancunian.

‘You’re not getting anything. This is my stuff,’ shouted the man, pressing the blade harder against Susannah’s flesh.

Malton saw Susannah’s eyes flash up at the clock on the wall over the fireplace: 3.20. He could tell she was thinking the exact same thing he was.

‘I’m calling the police,’ said Dean, getting out his phone.

Malton snatched the phone out of Dean’s hand. ‘No one’s calling the police,’ he said. He turned and glared at the younger man. He was not making a great first impression.

‘I’ll cut her throat,’ hissed the man holding the knife.

‘Go on then,’ said Malton.

‘Kyle, please!’ cried Susannah.

‘Kyle?’ said Malton, giving the slightest hint of a smile. ‘Now we’re getting somewhere. You got a second name Kyle? One that I could check against receipts. You got receipts right?’

Malton could see the man slowly begin to realise that the situation was slipping away from him. But before either of them could make their next move they both heard the sound of someone coming in the front door. Malton saw Susannah’s eyes move from the clock on the wall to the living room door. A child’s voice came from the hallway, ‘What’s for tea, Mum?’

Susannah looked to Malton. Pleading. ‘Please don’t,’ she begged, as if it was Malton with a knife to her throat.

A young boy in a grubby school uniform walked into the room and froze. Malton guessed he must be the younger child. He was mixed race, same as Malton. Kyle was white. He wasn’t the boy’s father. Malton could use that.

The sight of his mother with a knife to her throat seemed not to faze the boy. He looked older than his twelve years. Getting to an age where he knew exactly what kind of man Kyle was but still too young to do anything about it. Malton turned to him.

‘What’s your name, son?’

The boy looked Malton up and down with an expression that Malton instantly recognised. A hardness. ‘Yaya,’ he said.

Malton turned to Dean. ‘Take Yaya into the kitchen and make his tea while I have a word with his mum and his . . . dad.’

‘He’s not my dad,’ said Yaya, glaring at the man.

Exactly the reaction Malton had hoped for. Yaya’s casual indifference to Kyle’s fate was far more effective than any threat Malton could make.

Dean took a last look at the scene before putting his arm around Yaya and hastily leading him out of the room. Malton closed the door behind them. Now that Dean had gone he could finally get on with the real work.

‘Don’t think cos the kid’s here I won’t do it,’ said Kyle. But now there was something different in his voice. A touch of fear creeping in.

Malton took in the front room. A large, new television. A ­couple of shabby sofas. A games console and a tablet. Garbage and old clothes thrown around. It was a mess. On the far wall a bookcase overflowed with everything except books. He decided on a course of action. Malton crossed to the bookcase and grabbed it with both hands.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Kyle.

With seemingly no effort at all, Malton pulled the bookcase down, showering its contents all over the floor with a loud crash. The bookcase landed on one of the sofas and lay blocking the door to the hallway. No way in. No way out.

Kyle took the knife away from Susannah’s throat and pointed it at Malton. Malton had been in more than enough fights to recognise a bully. The kind of man who was used to picking on someone smaller and weaker than himself. The kind of man who in those rare situations when he had no choice but to fight a bigger man would always put his trust in a weapon. Kyle was making Malton’s job easy.

Malton reached into his waxed jacket and pulled out a polished steel hatchet. The hatchet was a little smaller than a hammer and had a viciously sharp edge that glinted under the room lights. It looked deadly. Malton took a step towards Kyle.

‘I’m here to collect one thousand, one hundred and ­eighteen pounds.’ He looked around the room. ‘I estimate the value of everything in this room to be approximately two thousand pounds.’

‘I’ll kill her,’ Kyle repeated. Malton kept his eyes on Kyle as he raised the hatchet above his head.

Susannah got ready to die. If she wasn’t accidentally hit by the hatchet, Kyle would surely slit her throat as his final, malicious act. She closed her eyes and waited. Three . . . two . . . one . . . SMASH!

She opened her eyes to see Malton hacking the television to pieces. She and Kyle watched in horror and confusion as Malton rained down blow after devastating blow until the television was nothing but broken plastic and shattered electronics.

Malton straightened himself up. ‘Now I estimate the value of everything in this room to be one thousand two hundred pounds.’ He took another step forward.

Susannah felt a sudden warmth down the back of her legs. Kyle had pissed himself.

***

Twenty minutes later Malton sat on the pavement outside the house watching while Dean loaded the van. It was the lad’s first day on the job and from what Malton had seen it could well be his last. Yaya sat next to Malton on the kerb, fiddling with his laces, head down.

As far as Malton knew, he didn’t have kids. He intended to keep it that way. Kids made you weak. A weakness he’d not been above exploiting on occasion.

But sat on the kerb with Yaya, Malton felt something approaching a sense of duty towards the boy. He’d recognised that look in Yaya’s eyes. It was the look of a kid getting ready to do what he had to do to survive. A look Malton knew far too well.

He tried to think of something comforting to say to the boy. But the words eluded him. He was built for threats and innuendo. Coercion and manipulation. In his line of work there was rarely the call for sympathy.

‘You know back there, that was just grown-ups talking,’ said Malton, finally breaking the silence.

Yaya looked up at him and said nothing.

‘Where’s your dad?’

‘Dunno,’ said Yaya, doing his best to look like that didn’t bother him.

‘Does Kyle hurt your mum?’

‘What do you care? You’re not my dad.’

‘No. I’m not,’ said Malton. For just a moment he wondered what it would feel like if he was. The thought scared him.

‘When I’m bigger I’m going to protect her,’ said Yaya.

Malton was suddenly very aware of the weight of the hatchet, resting in the pocket of his waxed jacket.

‘You don’t need to do that,’ said Malton and, reaching into his jacket, he pulled out a business card and handed it to Yaya. ‘You got a phone?’

‘Of course I got a phone,’ he replied indignantly, taking the card.

‘Good lad. Kyle ever touches you or your mum, give that number a ring.’

‘And what?’

They both knew what. But the boy wanted Malton to say it and he felt it was the least he could do in the circumstances.

‘And I come round, break both his legs and put some fucking horrible dogs on him until what’s left can’t hurt anyone.’

Yaya smiled. ‘Is this your job?’ he said.

‘One of them.’
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Claire Minshall squeezed her husband Marcus’s hand as tight as she dared. Not so tight that Marcus would know Claire was frightened. But tight enough to give her the strength to keep putting one foot in front of the other as they walked away from the hospital.

It had been twenty minutes since the specialist had given her the diagnosis. Twenty minutes of the world no longer making sense. The sounds of cars passing on the road seemed like distant thunder. The smell of rain-wet pavement came to her, impossibly strong. She could feel the muscles in her throat tight and tense, holding back the tears.

Marcus could feel Claire gripping his hand tight and he was glad of it. He was the husband. He was the healthy one. He was the one who would talk at her funeral. Receive the condolences. Go on to raise their daughter and walk her down the aisle. He was the one who would live through this.

His wife was dying and yet all he dared to think about was the time when she would be gone. To even attempt to imagine what lay before that was too horrific. Months, maybe a year if they were ‘lucky’. Watching Claire slowly slip further and further away. Marcus wished it was him dying. To have the permission to give in to the awfulness of it all. But Marcus was the husband. He was the survivor. His job now was to be strong for their daughter.

They’d both dressed up for the appointment. An unspoken ceremony. Claire in a smart grey dress and the black heels she’d bought for a winter wedding the year before. Marcus in the suit he wore for going out. The one he’d paid a tailor to line with a Manchester United team shirt.

Claire wanted to let the doctors know that they were good people. People worth saving.

There were another couple of hours before their sixteen-year-old daughter Jessica would be back from school. Two hours before they had to break the news to her and end everything.

Marcus felt the silence. He felt Claire’s hand. He stopped and turned to face his wife, his expression like hers – hardly containing the grief. Seeing his pain mirrored back at him he heard himself laugh. This was ludicrous. The drama of it. This was television. A film. Other people’s lives. Not theirs. Claire was laughing now too, relieved to see Marcus felt the same fearful confusion. Marcus threw his arms around his wife and held her. They both knew that once they let go it was real. Within the year Claire would be dead from the tumour growing in her brain.

Claire could hear Marcus start to cry. They clutched each other in the middle of the pavement. All dressed up with nowhere to go.

‘I’m sorry . . . I’m so, so sorry,’ Marcus muttered. Claire could hear the terror in his voice. There and then she made her decision. She would die. That was out of her control. But she would die with her head held high. She would make it easy on her loved ones. Give them their grief but not force them to carry hers. She would do the only thing she could do now – endure.

Marcus felt Claire’s hand on his back. He hated himself. He had one job: to be strong. And here he was weeping like a child. He broke away from Claire and wiped his face on the back of his sleeve.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, half smiling.

In the distance someone was frantically hammering a car horn.

‘We’ll get through this together,’ promised Claire. ‘It’ll be OK. Jessica has her dad.’ The words opened her up. The tears she didn’t want to shed started to come. Marcus was every bit as handsome as when Claire met him all those years ago at university. Back when the future seemed like an endless open road. The square jaw, the little cleft in his chin. He looked almost comically macho. A cartoon tough guy she had thought at first, before she got to know the sweet, thoughtful man underneath.

As the emotion overwhelmed her, she didn’t hear someone screaming down the road.

‘I love you,’ were the last words out of Marcus’s mouth before he was launched from the pavement, flying up into the air. ‘Like a football’ is how Claire would describe it later to the police. Her dark purple overcoat billowed in the slipstream as a filthy, black car sped past her on the pavement, missing her by inches. She spun around in time to see the car slam back onto the road and keep on driving.

She turned back, her brain still trying to put the pieces together. Marcus wasn’t there. She felt rain on her face. She put her fingers up to touch it and they came back red. It was blood. All over her hands and her dress. Then she saw Marcus. Lying 20 metres down the road. Folded up under himself, one leg facing the wrong way, his arms splayed like a limp puppet. An ugly red smear leading up to where he finally came to rest.

Then Claire stopped enduring. She started to scream and didn’t stop.
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The silence on the drive back to Malton Security had made Malton’s displeasure with Dean plain. Back at the office in Cheetham Hill, just north of the city centre, Malton left Dean to log Susannah Harper’s meagre possessions into storage while he headed home for the night.

Malton drove the long way back to South Manchester. Heading north from Malton Security before peeling off to the west and making his way slowly anticlockwise around the edge of Manchester as he headed for home.

He avoided the ring road, preferring to weave his way through backstreets. From the nostalgic grandeur of Bury with its sprawling market, through the suburbs of Prestwich full of parks and synagogues and on to the overgrown terraced streets of Salford, whose population had somehow managed to avoid the last one hundred years of British ­history and remain a near-all-white monoculture.

Ten years of running Malton Security had seen Malton intricately map the underbelly of Manchester. Nowhere was clean. Nowhere was too rich or too respectable or too religious that they didn’t, from time to time, have need of someone like him. Someone who knew the city like a guilty accomplice. Someone who was trusted and feared and indulged.

Officially Malton Security could provide you all the muscle you needed. But if you needed more than muscle to solve your problem, and you were willing to pay – Craig Malton was your man.

There was nowhere in the city that was off limits to Malton. A combination of money and charm and reputation had seen to that. And he’d used that access to do things that no one else could.

Especially not the Greater Manchester Police.

Malton had tracked down a missing half tonne of cocaine for a sprawling family of hauliers in Beswick. He’d located the motorbike gang who’d smashed up an exclusive club in Hale, convinced them to pay for the damage and never set foot in the city again. When the body of the daughter of the biggest slumlord in Manchester turned up face-down and naked in the Manchester Ship Canal the police had closed the investigation after a year with no leads. Within a week, Malton had tracked down the young plasterer who’d met her on a night out and then on a whim, raped her, murdered her and dumped her body in the canal. Malton had walked onto the building site where he was working, led him away and left him tied up in the basement of a skyscraper that was being built by the man whose daughter he’d killed.

This past decade Malton had done all those things and hundreds more. He’d been whoever he needed to be to get the job done. And in all that time he’d been sure to keep each job separate. Every nasty, dirty thing he did for money he filed away neatly. Careful to make sure that nothing could ever come back to him. Until it now finally had.

The one clue he had, the CCTV of the gunman, had yielded next to nothing. His face was covered but one thing that was unmistakable was his height. The man was at least a foot taller than Malton if not more. It wasn’t much to go on but right now it was all he had.

As he drove, his mind retraced his steps over those last ten years, starting with the people who had most to gain by coming after him and then working his way down the list.

Gratitude, fear and a desire to keep Malton onside had made getting answers relatively easy for him in the past. But none of the answers he’d got thus far had been the one answer he was after – who had emptied a shotgun into his front door?

He pulled into the driveway of his house in Didsbury. The bespoke, armoured front door had already been replaced at great cost. The CCTV upgraded in the vain hope that the gunman might return. But it wasn’t enough.

Malton knew, the longer this attack went unanswered the weaker he looked. He dealt with thugs and gangsters. Killers and hardmen. He moved in a world of extreme violence where predators could smell out weakness. A place where vulnerability got you killed. Or worse.

The Manchester underworld had thrown down a challenge and unless Malton answered it and found the gunman, he knew that next time it wouldn’t just be his front door in the firing line.

The clock was ticking.
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Keisha Bistacchi scrolled through the flood of images appearing on her WhatsApp group. She’d met the women at the exclusive city centre gym she’d joined a little over six months ago. The girls were on a night out in town. From the photos Keisha could see they were having cocktails. She should have been there with them, swapping stories of dermal fillers and shopping trips. Instead she was in a deserted car park on the edge of the Peak District, bored and shivering in her car as she watched her husband Paul beating the shit out of his younger brother Johnny.

Paul Bistacchi looked exactly like what he was: an East Manchester nightmare. Hands large enough to crush a man’s windpipe. A face like a clenched fist and a bald head that, day or night, hot or cold, was permanently covered in a thin sheen of sweat.

The beams from Keisha’s headlights illuminated a narrow strip of the darkness in which she could clearly see Paul kicking Johnny round the small car park like a bloody football. ­Johnny’s whimpers of pain tailed off into the night air and Keisha could see steam rising off Paul’s bald head and merging with his ­frozen breath.

Unlike Paul, Johnny was gorgeous. Model gorgeous. He stumbled through life getting by on a combination of his good looks and the fear the Bistacchi name invoked. But neither of those were a defence when it came to his older brother Paul.

From where she sat watching, Keisha could see Johnny desperately covering his face while Paul’s blows hammered down on him. Vanity overriding every other survival instinct. Keisha liked Johnny. He was every bit as much of a scumbag as Paul but unlike Paul he had a sweetness with it. A sweetness that he did his best to cover up with swagger and bravado.

Keisha wasn’t the only one watching. Standing nearby was the boy they’d picked up on their way out to the middle of nowhere. One of Johnny’s friends. He looked terrified. Next to him was the black car Johnny had stolen.

Keisha turned off her phone and drummed her long, diamanté-­studded nails on the steering wheel. She glanced at her reflection in the rear-view mirror: the sunglasses she wore – even at night – covering the top half of her face, the rest taken up with an elegant, wide nose and a mouth permanently on the verge of breaking into a dazzling smile. Thanks to her flawless brown skin she easily looked ten years younger than she was. Younger still with a full face of make-up. Not all that different to how she looked thirty years ago.

Three decades was a long time. Keisha had almost missed the anniversary when it had rolled round a couple of months ago. It was a date that only she knew. Something just for her. A date that meant nothing to the rest of the world but to Keisha marked the moment that something inside her had hardened, forever changed.

The next thirty years had made her the woman she was today. It saw her spread her wings and become an integral part of the Manchester underworld. A friend, a fixer, a confidante. Keisha made sure that there was nowhere she wasn’t welcome. No one who wouldn’t bring her into their confidence. Eventually she’d found her way to Paul Bistacchi and slowly worked her magic behind the scenes to transform a small, brutal East Manchester family of drug dealers into a vast criminal conspiracy. The Bistacchis would not be where they are now without her – not that they would ever admit that.

Now she had money and she had power. Enough to help her almost forget what happened thirty years ago. But still, it had happened. And when, a few months ago, she realised it was thirty years to the day, she began to make plans to commemorate it, to make sure that the date didn’t pass without notice.

But before all that she would have to stop the Bistacchis self-destructing.

Keisha had been all dressed up and ready to leave for her girls’ night out when Johnny had burst through the door of the Bistacchi home, out of his mind with fear. Paul had been out and so it was Keisha who sat her brother-in-law down and with great patience and kindness coaxed the full story from him. After she’d heard everything Johnny had to say, Keisha knew her night out would have to wait. There was no point in building a future for the Bistacchi family if they were about to destroy what they already had.

She had called her husband Paul and given him the edited highlights. Johnny had stolen a car. There was nothing new about that. Ever since Johnny had learned about cloned keys he’d been on a spree. Stealing four or five high-end cars a week before funnelling them to a garage up in Bradford who dismantled them and sold the parts to the Middle East.

It was what happened after Johnny stole the car that mattered. Both Bistacchi men enjoyed a bit of cocaine now and then. A regular supply was just one of the side benefits of being involved in the wholesale importation of the drug. But Johnny took things that bit further. With a constant access to the white powder, he had developed a crippling addiction. When he wasn’t twitching and grimacing with withdrawal he was grinning and sniffing his way through an increasingly diminished series of highs.

Johnny had been helping himself to the last of a five-gram bag when he lost control of the stolen car and mounted the pavement outside the cancer hospital in town. Not wanting to waste the cocaine, he’d taken a moment to snort up as much as he could from his fingertips. In that brief split second he had run into the well-dressed couple out walking. Smashing into the man and sending him flying. As the drug mixed with fear, ­Johnny had accelerated away in terror.

Keisha was only half-surprised hearing this story. Thanks to her, the Bistacchi family might have been a big name in East Manchester but they were constantly on the verge of imploding. Whether it was Paul’s relentless criminal greed or Johnny’s volatile combination of naivety and amorality, the family was a powder keg. It was what drew Keisha to them in the first place.

Paul had stopped beating Johnny and now opened the boot of the stolen black car. Keisha watched as he grabbed at Johnny’s friend and attempted to stuff him into it. The boy was much smaller than Paul but he knew what would happen if he got in that boot and he fought like his life depended on it. Which it did.

The boy’s name was Logan and he’d had the misfortune to be the first person Johnny had gone to for help. When Logan had point-blank refused to help Johnny cover up what sounded to him like a fatal car accident, Johnny had fled back home, where he’d found Keisha.

Keisha’s plan had been quite simple. Johnny had run over a random stranger. The only thing to connect him to the Bistacchis was the car and unfortunately for Logan, Logan. Paul had been summoned and when he’d finally calmed down, Keisha had told him exactly what needed to be done.

They’d driven in convoy – Paul in the stolen car with Johnny, and Keisha in her silver Mercedes with Logan. She’d used the ride to put Logan at ease. We’re all friends here. You know what Johnny’s like. She’d convinced him that just because he was being driven into the night by a family of violent criminals, nothing bad was going to happen to him.

After winding east through unlit country roads, they’d arrived at a car park up on the moors and Keisha had let the boys get on with it. But now it seemed Logan was having second thoughts. Keisha took a quick look at her phone. The girls were flirting with a handsome young waiter. Wealthy Cheshire housewives enjoying misbehaving on a night out. Keisha wondered what they’d say if they knew the kind of misbehaviour she was getting up to.

Keisha had always been good at fitting in. Back in the day in Moss Side she’d been one of the few girls with white friends and black friends. As far as she was concerned being mixed race meant having the best of both worlds. Everyone wanted to be Keisha’s friend. It was her gift.

Now that she had Paul’s money, she could be a bit pickier about who those friends were. She could join expensive gyms, drink in fancy bars and spend thousands on her wardrobe. But every so often she would be reminded where all that money came from. Drugs and the cascade of misery and violence that came with them. Once in a while she would have to tear herself away from the Cheshire set and deal with something a little more brutal.

Keisha got out of the car. The night air felt cold on her skin. She didn’t have time to change and so was still wearing the sequined bodycon dress she’d picked to go out in. She’d paired it with black Adidas trainers. Keisha didn’t do heels. Thirty years mixing with Manchester’s criminal element had taught her the importance of comfortable footwear. Of always being ready to run. On the way out the door she’d grabbed an ankle-length Canada Goose parka. Now she pulled the long coat around her as she stepped over the gravel towards the three men.

Logan was still struggling as she approached.

‘Whoa! Stop, stop, stop!’ Keisha put a smile in her voice, like she’d just come across three naughty boys about to do something unwittingly foolish.

Paul and Logan broke off from their struggle and stood to attention. Johnny slowly uncurled from his foetal position on the floor.

‘There’s no need for any of this, is there?’ purred Keisha, addressing all three of them.

‘I’m not getting in the boot,’ said Logan, so weakly that even he didn’t believe it. He stood shivering in the night air. His arms folded across his chest, his head down. Keisha could see nearly all the fight had gone out of him.

He just needed that last, gentle push.

‘I know this is tough. Christ, I mean look at me.’ Keisha flashed open her parka to show the glittering evening wear beneath. She gave a little wiggle. She knew you could never underestimate the power of a bit of flesh on the male mind. ‘You think I was planning to be here?’

Logan looked uncertain. Keisha continued in her light, bouncy tone.

‘Thing is, Johnny here’s fucked up. And that’s OK, because he’s family. And what are family for if not to fuck up?’ Keisha gave a little laugh.

Logan almost smiled.

‘He needs to get in the fucking boot,’ grumbled Paul.

‘And he will,’ said Keisha. ‘Won’t you?’

Logan looked unsure.

‘Come on. No one wants to be here. Johnny’s had his beating. Now it’s your turn.’

‘I don’t want to,’ sniffed Logan. He hugged himself tighter and shuffled his feet. Keisha could see he knew how this ended.

‘Why not?’ she asked as gently and kindly as a mother talking to a scared child.

Logan looked from the terrifying glare of Paul Bistacchi to the beaming face of his wife. Suddenly he couldn’t tell them apart.

‘Please don’t,’ he begged.

Keisha could tell he knew it was over.

‘Johnny’s your friend right?’ she asked.

Logan nodded weakly.

‘And Johnny’s in trouble. He needs your help.’ Keisha measured her words.

‘I just want to go home,’ said Logan pitifully. He wiped his tears across the back of his sleeve.

Keisha ignored him and continued. ‘Your friend needs you to get in the boot for him. That’s all. You can do that can’t you? For your friend?’

She made it sound like the most reasonable thing in the world.

Logan looked down to where Johnny was lying on the ground. Johnny couldn’t meet his eye. Paul’s wife was wearing sunglasses but he could still feel her eyes pinning him down. Logan gently shook off Paul’s grip and walked towards the boot. He kept looking from Keisha to Paul, as if he couldn’t quite believe what was happening.

‘See how easy that was?’ said Keisha as Logan climbed into the boot.

Once Logan was nearly all the way in, Paul’s patience gave out. He gave the boy a quick push before slamming the boot down on him.

‘The petrol’s in the back of my car,’ said Keisha before turning and walking back to the warmth of her Mercedes.

She returned to checking her WhatsApp group as Paul retrieved the plastic billy can of petrol. The girls had moved on to Panacea, Manchester’s cocktail bar of choice for ­anyone able and willing to foot a five-figure bar tab. ­Keisha ­recognised a couple of footballers in the background. ­Glancing up, she saw that Paul had finished dousing the stolen car in petrol.

She watched as he and Johnny stripped down to their underwear before taking even that off. Their bodies were both riddled with cheap tattoos, their flesh painfully white against the dark, moorland night. Paul stuffed the clothes in the front seat of the fuel-soaked car before tossing a match in after them.

The two naked men got into Keisha’s Mercedes and began to dress in the spare clothes she had told them to bring with them.

The stolen car was ablaze now. A loud thumping was coming from the boot. The car rocked from side to side but the boot remained firmly shut. Keisha started the ignition and the stereo burst into life, drowning out any sound from the night outside.

As Keisha reversed out of the car park and headed home, she marvelled at how far she’d come in the last thirty years.

The distant glow of the burning car vanished behind a hill in Keisha’s rear-view mirror and she thought how lucky she was to be in Manchester, where no matter what you did, you could always burn it down and start again. Though she was still annoyed at missing her night out, that thought kept her smiling all the way back home.
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In the three weeks since he started working at Malton Security, Dean had thought about nothing else other than how he could make up for his disastrous first day on the job. He was sure that if he had just five minutes alone with Malton he could explain how perfectly OK he was with not getting the law involved.

He could tell him about the time a boy from school beat him up and how Dean waited a couple of weeks before jumping him coming out of a nightclub. He could explain to Malton how, when the bike he’d saved up half a year to buy was stolen, he tracked it down himself on Gumtree, went round posing as a buyer and broke the thief’s nose, before stealing his bike back. He could argue that the only reason he was going to call the police was that he was so desperate to keep this job that he’d wanted to do things by the book. Now that he knew the book was a considerably more racy read, he was happy to fall into line. All he needed was a second chance.

Unfortunately for Dean, he’d barely even seen Malton since that job, much less had the chance for a heart-to-heart.

***

For the past three weeks Malton had been a man on the move. Threats, favours and even the occasional spot of violence hadn’t got him any answers as to who had shot up his front door. It’d been long enough that whoever did it must be starting to think they got away with it. Which means they’d be starting to think about what or indeed who they were going to aim a shotgun at next. In amongst all this, Dean’s disastrous first day had quietly slipped out of Malton’s thoughts.

But Dean didn’t know any of this. As far as he was concerned he’d messed up on his first day out and now Malton was deliberately avoiding him. He’d begun to suspect that getting the job was one big mistake. His mum had warned him when he spotted the advert in the Manchester Evening News that he wasn’t built for security work. Why couldn’t he go back to college? Re-sit his A-Levels. He was a clever boy – he just needed to apply himself.

It’s true there was a certain look to the fifty or so staff that made up Malton Security. The look that makes people cross the road to avoid it. Big, rough brick shithouses. Dean was unsure how he’d slipped through the net but it was clear that he’d been found out. He wasn’t Malton Security material.

Malton Security didn’t just collect debts. They ran doors for several upmarket restaurants and bars in Manchester, provided security for everything from building sites to private parties and, as far as Dean could make out, occasionally could be called on to ‘have a word’ when clients needed to deliver a message that only a couple of thuggish men in bomber jackets could adequately convey. All activities he’d have loved to have got involved in. But Dean did none of these things. Instead he had spent the last two weeks hosing down Malton Security’s fleet of vans under the watchful eye of Alfie the office manager, who Dean had very quickly learned was a complete bastard.

Alfie was a massively fat Scouser who radiated vindictive misery. He waddled from place to place, his legs threatening to buckle under the effort of moving his 22 stone body. Heavy grey bags ringed his eyes – a result of his chronic sleep-apnoea. He ran the Malton Security office – a large, industrial unit on a nondescript estate in North Manchester. His title was office manager, which in reality meant he hoovered the carpets and made sure there was milk in the fridge and the Sky Sports subscription got paid every month. He was very much the lowest man on the totem pole. That is, until he was given Dean to watch over.

Always aware of the office gossip, by the time Dean had got back from that awful first job, Alfie knew that Dean had broken the cardinal rule of Malton Security: he’d tried to call the police. He lost no time in letting Dean know he knew this.

Dean quickly learned that as a result of his slip-up the only job Alfie was prepared to give him was cleaning vans, it being the only job that demanded being outside, getting soaking wet in the perpetual gloom of the Manchester winter. Day after day he turned up to work hoping against hope that today would be different. And day after day he left in the evening soaked to the bone and so cold he couldn’t feel his hands.

Dean doubted that if he showed willing Alfie would come to respect and appreciate his contribution. He did however suspect that it was only a matter of time before Alfie would get an itch to find something more demeaning and tedious for him to do. And he was right.

On week three Dean turned up for work braced for another nine hours of freezing cold water and filthy sponges, only to find Alfie waiting for him in the office.

‘Special job today.’ Alfie beamed, hardly able to contain his excitement.

‘Not washing the vans?’ asked Dean, trying to hide the joy in his voice.

‘Not today, lad,’ said Alfie, with an enthusiasm that instantly put Dean on high alert.

Dean followed as Alfie led him through the front office, pausing only for Alfie to wrestle a two-foot stack of paperwork out of an ancient filing cabinet before leading Dean out the back of the building to the staff car park at the rear. They walked past the dark green Volvo Estate, which Dean knew Malton drove to work every day, past several smaller, locked sheds and over to a large, single-storey storage unit.

‘Take these,’ hissed Alfie, wheezing from the mild exertion of crossing the car park. Alfie dumped a mound of paperwork into Dean’s arms and fumbled in his pocket for a key. Dean watched as Alfie undid the large padlock on the sliding door to the unit, hauling it back to reveal a giant room lined with metal shelves, all of them stacked to bursting point with televisions, iPads, laptops, computers, deep-fat fryers, hair straighteners, mobile phones, PlayStations and DVD players. In short, anything of value from the homes of anyone unfortunate enough to find their debt being collected by Malton Security. Items that would eventually be auctioned off for a fraction of their worth.

Alfie took the paperwork back off Dean and headed into the storage unit where he dumped it down on a small desk at the entrance.

‘This,’ said Alfie pointing to the stack of paperwork, ‘is a record of everything we’ve repossessed in the last two months.’ Dean took it in. He recognised the standard form as the one he’d used to log everything they’d taken from Susannah Harper’s flat on his first day. ‘And this,’ Alfie said, gesturing to the shelves and shelves of valuables, ‘is everything we’ve repossessed. You need to match them up. Inventory everything we’ve got. Good luck.’

Weeks of washing the vans and imagining that it couldn’t get any worse and now this. Sure, Dean had screwed up on his first day but why keep him hanging around? Why not just put him out of his misery?

Dean broke. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Mr Malton didn’t hire me to do paperwork.’

Alfie looked delighted. This was exactly the reaction he was hoping for.

‘Mr Malton?’ he said with a smirk. ‘Listen to you, soft lad. You know what Mr Malton thinks? Let me tell you, you don’t know the first thing about the boss. There are things about the boss that would make your hair curl.’

Alfie puffed himself up. He was enjoying his tiny handful of power. Dean let him keep talking.

‘And if the boss wasn’t so tied up working out who it was shot up his place, you’d be gone by now.’

Dean froze. ‘Someone shot up Mr Malton’s house?’

Immediately Alfie’s indiscretion dawned on him. The swaggering know-it-all from a moment ago turned into a cornered animal. A moment of panic crossed his face before he went straight on the attack.

‘That’s none of your business,’ said Alfie, doing his best to loom over Dean. ‘And if I were you I wouldn’t go round spreading that sort of rumour. Or any kind of rumours about the boss.’

‘Like you just did?’ said Dean, pulling himself up to his full, scrawny height.

Alfie’s brain fell out of gear. His mouth hung open as he tried and failed to find a comeback. Dean watched as Alfie ran out of road. It was uncomfortable to see. Alfie was a petty bully but Dean couldn’t help feeling a little sorry for him.

‘I’ll get on with this then, shall I?’ said Dean, throwing Alfie a lifeline.

‘Yeah, you better,’ said Alfie, doing his best to sound like he was still in the driving seat. Without anything else to add, he turned and waddled off.

Dean watched as Alfie headed back to the office. Alfie had said something he shouldn’t and from the nervous way he hurried across the car park it was obvious he knew it. Dean didn’t care about getting Alfie in trouble. He was more interested in how this revelation could help him get back in Malton’s good books.

Dean was about to head into the warehouse when the office door opened and Malton walked into the car park.

Malton saw Dean stood in the open storage unit, watching him. He glanced past Dean to the contents of the unit, working out the job he’d been given by Alfie. Malton cracked a smile.

‘Good luck,’ he called out, then got in his Volvo and drove away.

Alone in the storage unit, Dean couldn’t stop grinning. If what Alfie said was true then he had a second chance to prove that he was Malton Security material. All he had to do was find out who it was that had shot up Malton’s front door.

Luckily for Dean he already had one hell of a lead to go on.
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As Keisha drove through the rain she sang along to the car stereo, her voice making up in volume what it lacked in pitch. She was on her way to a funeral and she couldn’t be happier.

Keisha used to be this happy all the time. As a child running in and out of the flats of Hulme Crescents estate, she thought she was in heaven. Thanks to a fiercely protective Irish mother and a community who stuck with each other through thick and thin, Keisha grew up never knowing that in reality she was dirt poor and living in an asbestos-riddled, concrete slum. But then the cold, cruel world came calling.

That was over thirty years ago. A lot had changed since then.

Sometimes she did wonder whether all the sadness and grief was still there inside her somewhere, rotting away in the dark. But as far as Keisha was concerned, it’s what was on the outside that counted. And right now Keisha looked fabulous. She was wearing an ankle-length black dress tastefully slashed to the hip and matched with a black fur stole, black fascinator and her ever-present sunglasses and trainers. That was another reason why Keisha loved funerals. She looked great in black.

It’d been nearly a month since Johnny had run the man over and she’d had to miss her night out with the girls to help Paul clean up his brother’s mess. Since then it had been back to business as usual; Keisha managing Bistacchi affairs while Paul and Johnny returned to doing what they did so well – smashing heads and selling drugs.

Keisha’s plans to mark the thirty-year anniversary of her lowest point were proceeding nicely and she hadn’t given a second thought to the hit-and-run until she’d seen the article in the Manchester Evening News.

Marcus Minshall was his name. He was some kind of ­lawyer, had a young daughter and even more tragically a wife who was dying of cancer. Keisha couldn’t help but laugh. How unlucky could one person be? She didn’t show it to Paul. Not out of secrecy, but because she knew Paul wouldn’t give a shit (and besides reading wasn’t one of his strong points). Paul didn’t do regrets. It never occurred to him that anything bad would ever happen to him. He was the bad thing that happened to other people. That lack of ­imagination was what made Paul what he was today – a well-known, well-feared member of Manchester’s criminal ­community. That lack of imagination was also the reason why Keisha was bored out of her mind.

Paul had enough money to live wherever he wanted but it never occurred to him that anyone would ever want to live anywhere other than Hattersley – a rundown, East ­Manchester suburb where the warmth of the people was only matched by the neglect of the council who owned most of the housing. Paul could do anything he wanted but all he wanted to do was take coke and get pissed in his local. He was a very big fish in a very small pond.

But Keisha had known that when she married him. She wasn’t complaining. She made her own fun.

She pulled up in the cemetery car park and turned off the engine. It was already filling up. She saw the respectable white faces, the unmistakable softness of the educated middle class. People who had no idea how much darkness there was in the world. People who had never seen a grown man beaten until he was crying like a child. People who had never heard the sound of bones being broken with a claw hammer. People who in their worst nightmares would never dream that someone like Keisha Bistacchi even existed.

Keisha wondered what she’d say if anyone asked who she was and how she knew the deceased. She smiled at the thought of simply telling the truth – my brother-in-law ran him over and I helped him to destroy the evidence. But today wasn’t about burning anything down. Today was just about having fun. Proving to the world that despite everything she’d been through she was still the one in control.

Keisha glanced in the rear-view mirror and arranged her face into an approximation of sympathy and grief. She stepped out of her car into the rain and, bowing her head, joined the other mourners as they filtered into the chapel.
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